Different forms of hepatitis B virus DNA and expression of HBV antigens in peripheral blood mononuclear cells in chronic hepatitis B.
The presence of both hepatitis B virus (HBV) DNA and HBV antigens (HBsAg, HBeAg) was assessed in peripheral blood mononuclear cells (PBMC) from 32 patients chronically infected with HBV. Three different molecular forms of HBV DNA were observed: free monomers (5), high-molecular-weight free concatemers (11), and integrated HBV DNA (9). The HBV DNA patterns in the PBMC were different from those found in liver and did not correlate with any specific profile of serum HBV markers. When the same PBMC were assayed for HBsAg, 22 of the 25 HBV DNA positive samples, but only three of the seven HBV DNA negative samples, were positive. By contrast, none of the PBMC samples from five healthy HBV vaccine recipients gave any positive signal in the HBV DNA or HBsAg assays. In some patients, T and B cells, monocytes, and polymorphonuclear (PMN) cells were assayed separately, showing that the DNA pattern was similar for these different leucocytes subsets and ruling out the possibility that these patterns might reflect PMN cell contamination. Thus, in chronic HBV infection, 87.5% (28/32) of patients were found to contain at least one HBV marker in their PBMC, and a strong correlation was found between the presence of HBV DNA and viral antigens, suggesting a specific expression of HBV encoded proteins.